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Chapter 1

"God, Clark—right there—"

Emma's voice cracks. Her thighs tremble against my shoulders. I've got her pinned to the edge of my dorm bed, knees spread wide, fingers digging into my hair like she's trying to hold on to something solid. Her hips lift and I press my tongue flat against her, slow and deliberate, the way she likes it.

"Don't stop," she gasps.

I don't.

Her breathing goes ragged. Short, sharp inhales that turn into these desperate little sounds she makes when she's close. I know her body like I know stick handling—every detail mapped out through repetition and attention. Know exactly how much pressure, how much rhythm, how to adjust when her hips start moving in that specific way.

Three years together means I don't have to guess.

From this angle, I can see everything. Her small breasts rising and falling with each labored breath, nipples hard and pink against her pale skin. The way her stomach muscles contract when I hit the right spot. The flush spreading down from her neck to her chest. She tastes clean and slightly salty, familiar in a way that makes my chest ache with something I don't want to name.

Her thighs are soft against my cheeks, trembling now as I work my tongue in slow circles. She's got one hand twisted in my hair, the other gripping my comforter so tight her knuckles have gone white. When I glance up, her head's thrown back, lips parted, making those breathy sounds that used to drive me crazy before everything got complicated.

"Clark," she whispers, and there's something in her voice—desperation, maybe, or need—that makes me press closer, tongue flattening against her before I focus back on that sensitive spot that makes her whole body jolt.

I flatten my tongue again, then flick the tip right where she needs it.

She comes hard.

Her whole body locks up like a wire pulled tight. Thighs clamp around my head with surprising force, trapping me against her as every muscle goes rigid. She's shaking—really shaking—cursing under her breath in words that come out broken and breathless. The sound goes straight to my cock, which is already straining hard against my boxers, thick and heavy with need. Watching her fall apart like this, feeling her pulse against my tongue, seeing her completely lose control—it makes the pressure build until I'm throbbing, ready to explode from nothing more than the sight of her coming undone.

I keep working my tongue against her, drawing out every tremor, every gasped breath, until she finally pushes at my forehead with shaking hands, too sensitive to take any more. Her legs fall open, releasing me, and she collapses back onto the bed like all her strings just got cut.

When I pull back, her face is flushed. Eyes half-closed. Chest heaving.

"Jesus," she breathes.

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and move up the bed. My knee protests a little—it always does—but I ignore it. Emma's still catching her breath, still sprawled out like she forgot how to move. She looks beautiful. Soft and undone and here.

That tightness in my chest loosens a little.

Things have been rough since the injury. Since the surgery. Since everything fell apart. But this—her showing up tonight, the way she kissed me in the doorway, the way she pulled me toward the bed without saying anything—this feels like maybe we're finding our way back.

Like maybe I'm not losing everything.

Emma opens her eyes. Looks at me. Then down.

"You're really hard," she murmurs.

"Yeah."

She bites her lip. Pushes herself up. Her hand slides down my stomach and wraps around me through my boxers, and I suck in a breath because I'm already half out of my mind.

"Take these off," she says quietly.

I do.

When my cock springs free, she stares. She always stares. It's massive—I know that. Known it since high school locker rooms, since girls gasped or hesitated or straight-up said no. Emma used to joke that I was built like a breeding stallion. Tonight, she doesn't joke. She just wraps both hands around me and even then, there's still length left over.

"I love how big you are," she whispers.

I don't know what to say to that, so I don't say anything.

She strokes me once. Twice. My hips jerk involuntarily.

"I want to ride you," she says.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

She climbs onto my lap, knees on either side of my hips, and positions herself over me. No condom. I asked earlier when she first got here—do you want me to grab one?—and she'd shaken her head. No. I'm good. I didn't push it. We've been together long enough that it didn't feel strange.

Now, though, as she lowers herself onto me, I feel every inch.

She gasps.

"Easy," I murmur, gripping her hips.

"I know—just—hold on—"

She takes me in slowly. So slowly. Even slick and ready, it's a struggle. She can't take all of me. She never has. But she tries, sinking down until she's got maybe three-quarters of my length inside, and then she stops, breathing hard, eyes squeezed shut.

"You okay?" I ask.

She nods. "Just... give me a second."

I wait.

Then she starts moving.

Slow at first. Little lifts and drops that make her whimper. She braces her hands on my chest, nails digging in, and rides me carefully, like she's trying not to break herself open. I hold her hips, guide her rhythm, try not to thrust up too hard because I know it's too much.

But she's tight. God, she's tight. And the way she moves—the way her body clenches around me every time she sinks down—it's almost too much.

"Clark," she breathes. "Oh my God—"

Her pace picks up. She's found her rhythm now, confidence building with each stroke. The careful, tentative movements from moments ago are gone, replaced by something hungrier. She's chasing it again—I can tell by the way her breathing changes, shifting from controlled pants to desperate gasps. Her movements get sharper, less calculated, more instinctive.

She grinds down hard against me, taking me as deep as her body will allow, and I feel the change immediately. The way her inner muscles tighten around me, gripping and releasing in waves. The way her thighs start to tremble against my sides. Her nails dig deeper into my chest, leaving marks I'll feel tomorrow.

"That's it," I murmur, watching her face. Her eyes are closed now, lost in the sensation, and there's something beautiful about seeing her like this—completely focused on her own pleasure, using my body to chase what she needs.

She adjusts her angle slightly, finding a spot that makes her cry out, and suddenly she's moving with purpose. Each downward stroke hits something that makes her whole body shudder. I can feel her starting to shake, that telltale tension building in her core.

"Fuck—" she gasps. "Fuck, I'm—"

She comes again.

This time, she doesn't go quiet. She moans loud and messy, head thrown back, and I watch her fall apart on top of me. My hands grip her hips hard enough to bruise. I'm so close. So fucking close.

But then she lifts up.

Off me completely.

I almost grab her, almost pull her back down, but she's already moving. She wraps both hands around my cock—tiny hands against something way too big—and starts stroking.

"Emma—"

"Come for me," she whispers. "I want to see it."

I don't last ten seconds.

My whole body tenses. My hips buck up into her grip and then I'm coming—hard, thick ropes of it that shoot across her stomach, her chest, even up to her chin. It's a massive load. Way more than usual. She keeps stroking, eyes wide, smiling like she's surprised and satisfied and something else I can't quite name.

"Wow," she breathes, laughing a little.

I'm still twitching in her hands. Still emptying out. She milks every last drop until I'm too sensitive to take it and I catch her wrist.

"Okay," I rasp. "Okay."

She lets go. Looks down at herself. At the mess I made.

"That was..." She trails off, still smiling.

I reach for the towel on my nightstand and hand it to her. She wipes herself clean while I try to remember how to breathe.

For a moment, everything feels normal.

Like we're us again.

Then she climbs off the bed.

"Where are you going?" I ask.

"Bathroom."

She disappears down the hall. I lie there, still catching my breath, still half-convinced that this means something. That maybe she's been thinking about us. About how we can make this work even without hockey, even without the future I thought I had.

When she comes back, she's dressed.

That's when I know.

"Em?"

She sits on the edge of the bed. Won't look at me.

"I needed to see you," she says quietly.

I push myself up. "Okay."

"I needed... one more time."

The air goes cold.

"What?"

She finally looks at me. Her eyes are soft. Sad.

"Clark, I love you. I do. But I can't do this anymore."

I don't move. Don't blink.

"What are you talking about?"

"You don't have hockey," she says. "You don't have a scholarship. You don't even know if you're staying in school."

"I'm figuring it out—"

"I know." Her voice is gentle. Too gentle. "But I can't wait while you do."

I stare at her.

"You're breaking up with me."

She nods.

"Because I'm not playing hockey."

"Because you don't have a future anymore," she says. "Not the one we talked about. Not the one I... I can't be with someone who doesn't know where they're going."

I don't say anything.

What is there to say?

She stands. Grabs her jacket from the chair.

"I'm sorry," she whispers.

Then she's gone.

I sit there for a long time.

The room smells like sex and her perfume.

My phone buzzes.

I pick it up.

Subject: Scholarship Status Update

I already know what it says before I open it.

Dear Mr. Mason, 

Due to your medical status and inability to participate in team activities, your athletic scholarship has been revoked effective immediately. Please contact the financial aid office to discuss alternative funding options.

I read it twice.

Then I check my tuition balance.

$18,000 due by the end of the semester.

I set the phone down.

Stare at the ceiling.

Emma's right.

I don't have a future.

I had hockey.

I had her.

I had status.

Now I've got a bum knee, a tuition bill I can't pay, and the memory of her tiny hands around my cock while she smiled and said goodbye.

I close my eyes.

For the first time since the injury, I don't feel pain.

I don't feel anything.


Chapter 2

I clean my dorm room for the third time. The clock says 2:14 AM. Sleep isn't coming.

My laptop glows in the dark. Financial aid website. Loan applications. Emergency funds. All dead ends.

I need money. Fast.

My savings account has $422.17. My parents don't have eighteen grand. Nobody I know does.

Google search: emergency cash college student

Fifty-eight million results. None helpful.

Until the eighth page.

SEEKING: Professional Live-in Assistant - Excellent Compensation - Discreet Individuals Only

I click.

The description is sparse but clear. Three professional women. Busy schedules. Need household support. Room provided. Compensation "exceptional." Must be physically fit. Must be discreet. Must be male.

The pay isn't specified.

I read it twice. Three times.

It sounds like...something else. But the language is too professional. The email address is legitimate. And there's a proper application process.

I check the time. 2:27 AM.

I fill out the form. Add a photo. Not the hockey headshot. A regular one, where I look normal. Hit submit.

Then I close my laptop and finally sleep.

The response comes at 6:48 AM.

Interview today. 1:00 PM. Address below.

I stare at the message. No name. No introduction. Just a time and an address in one of the nicer neighborhoods near campus.

I should feel something. Excited. Nervous. Worried.

I don't.

I feel empty.

I stand in the shower until the water runs cold. Pull on my one good pair of jeans. A button-down shirt that's slightly too small across the shoulders. Emma gave me shit for it once. Said I looked like I was trying to show off.

My knee throbs as I walk to the bus stop. The medication helps, but not enough. Never enough.

The address belongs to a brownstone townhouse. Three stories. Bay windows. Wrought iron fence. Pressed brick and polished trim. The kind of place people with careers live. Not college kids.

I climb the steps. My knee protests each one. I ignore it.

I press the doorbell.

Footsteps. Light, quick ones.

The door opens, and the first thing I notice is her eyes. Tired but focused. Like she's running on fumes but won't admit it.

"Clark," she says.

Not a question. A statement. Like she's cataloging me.

"Yes." I shift my weight. "I'm here for the interview."

"Of course you are." She steps back. "I'm Dr. Ava Reynolds."

She's stunning. Blonde hair pulled back in a tight bun. Tall and lean. She's wearing dark blue scrubs, and her hands keep moving—checking her pockets, touching her hair, adjusting her watch.

She looks like someone who doesn't have time to sleep.

"Come in."

The apartment is immaculate. Hardwood floors. Modern furniture. High ceilings. A massive window overlooks a small courtyard garden.

"The others are waiting in the living room."

I follow her, cataloging details. The place smells like vanilla and coffee. There are three bedrooms visible from the central area. A large kitchen with marble countertops. Stainless steel appliances. Bookcases filled with actual books.

It doesn't look like a place where weird shit happens.

It looks expensive. Normal. Well-maintained.

Two women sit in the living room. One on the sofa, one in an armchair. Both look up when we enter.

"This is Clark," Dr. Reynolds announces.

The woman on the sofa stands first. She's in a tailored black suit, dark hair perfectly styled, heels even though she's at home. She moves with the confidence of someone who's never questioned her right to be wherever she is.

"Marianne Cole," she says, extending her hand. Her grip is firm. Authoritative. "Please, sit."

The third woman doesn't stand. She's smaller, with dark hair loose around her shoulders and glasses that keep sliding down her nose. She wears a oversized sweater and leggings. She looks comfortable. Observant.

"I'm Priya," she says, her voice softer than the others. "Nice to meet you."

I sit on the edge of the sofa. My knee doesn't like it. Neither do I.

Dr. Reynolds—Ava—remains standing. "We'll make this straightforward. You need money. We need help. We can provide a mutually beneficial arrangement."

She pauses, then adds, "We've already conducted reference checks. Spoke with Coach Daniels, your high school principal Dr. Hernandez, even your former roomate."

My eyebrows rise involuntarily. I wasn't expecting that level of thoroughness.

"You checked up on me?" The question comes out sounding more vulnerable than I intended.

"Of course we did," she replies matter-of-factly. "We're particular about who enters our home. Everyone spoke highly of your character and work ethic."

I shift uncomfortably on the sofa, feeling suddenly exposed, like they've been watching me through a one-way mirror while I thought I was alone. My knee throbs dully, a persistent reminder of everything I've lost.

"What kind of help?" I ask.

Marianne crosses her legs. "Household management. Cooking. Cleaning. Errands. The occasional social event as an escort."

I nod slowly. "And the discretion part?"

The three women exchange a look. Priya shifts in her seat. Marianne's expression doesn't change. Ava simply stares.

"We have... unique schedules," Ava continues. "And specific needs."

"What kind of needs?" I ask.

"Sexual," Marianne says flatly. No embarrassment. No hesitation. "We're proposing a free use arrangement."

I don't react. Just look at each of them.

"You're paying me for sex."

"No," Priya says quickly. "We're offering you room and board, plus compensation, for household assistance. The intimate component is additional."

"But not required," Ava adds. "There are rules."

"Rules," I repeat.

Marianne reaches for a folder on the coffee table and hands it to me. "Our arrangement has structure. It's not exploitative."

I open the folder. Inside is a printed document titled "The House Rules."

I read.

1. Consent Is Verbal and Immediate

Clark must explicitly consent each time he is requested. Consent is given by saying: "Available." No assumption. No obligation. No retroactive permission.

I glance up. They're all watching me. I continue reading.

2. The Right to Refuse

Clark may refuse once per week, no explanation required, by saying: "Not tonight." A refusal ends the request immediately and without consequence.

3. Withdrawal Is Always Allowed

Consent can be withdrawn at any time. If Clark says "Stop", everything stops. No questions. No pressure. Withdrawn consent is mutual binding for all parties involved.

4. No Exclusivity

Clark is not owned. The women are not exclusive. Outside relationships are permitted for all parties, with discretion.

5. Privacy Is Mandatory

No photos. No recordings. No discussion of the arrangement outside the house.

What happens in the house stays in the house.

6. Emotional Boundaries Are Respected

No promises of love. No expectations of permanence. Affection is allowed. Ownership is not.

Feelings may happen. They are not required.

7. Domestic Role Comes First

Clark's primary responsibilities are:

- Cooking

- Cleaning

- Errands

- Household support

Intimacy is never a substitute for contribution.

8. Health and Safety

Protection is not mandatory. Honesty about health is non-negotiable. Anyone can pause the arrangement if safety is compromised.

9. Exit Clause

Clark may leave the arrangement at any time, with no penalty. The women may end the arrangement with two weeks' notice, barring emergencies.

10. Respect Is the Rule Beneath All Rules

No humiliation without consent. No coercion. No leverage tied to money, housing, or tuition.

Clark is here by choice.

That choice is the foundation of everything.

I close the folder.

"You've done this before," I say.

"No," Ava answers. "We drafted this specifically for this arrangement."

"Why me?"

"Your application was detailed," Marianne says. "You're physically fit. You have cooking experience. You're in a financially vulnerable position, which means you're motivated. And you're..." She pauses, examining me. "Attractive."

Priya leans forward. "Do you have questions?"

I have a hundred questions. But only one matters.

"What's the compensation?"

Ava sits down across from me. "Six thousand dollars per month. Plus room and board. We also provide health insurance."

My chest tightens. "Six thousand."

"Yes."

That's eighteen thousand in three months. Exactly what I need.

"And if I decide to leave before then?"

"You're paid for the time you stay," Marianne says. "Pro-rated by the day. No penalty."

I look at each woman again, trying to understand what I'm missing. Why this feels too easy.

"What's the catch?"

Priya smiles slightly. "The catch is that you live with three strangers who might ask you for sex at any time. Who expect you to cook their meals and clean their house. Who demand discretion and professionalism."

"But who will respect your boundaries," Ava adds. "And pay you fairly."

I'm quiet for a moment.

"Can I see the room?"

Marianne nods and stands. "Follow me."

The room is at the back of the house. Smaller than the others, but still nice. Queen bed. Desk. Closet. Its own bathroom. Window overlooking the garden.

"The door locks from the inside," Marianne says. "This is your space. No one enters without permission."

I move to the window. Look outside. Try to wrap my head around what's happening.

"Why are you doing this?" I ask without turning around. "Why not just... date?"

Marianne laughs. It's a genuine sound that surprises me.

"I work seventy hours a week at a law firm," she says. "Ava is a medical resident who regularly works thirty-six hour shifts. Priya spends most nights coding until dawn." She gestures around. "We don't have time for dating. We don't have energy for emotional labor."

"But you have money," I say.

"Yes." She crosses her arms. "And you need it. So here we are."

I turn back to her. "And if I say no?"

"Then we interview the next candidate," she says simply. "No pressure. No hard feelings."

We walk back to the living room. The other two women are still there, waiting.

"Well?" Ava asks.

I look at the folder in my hands. The rules. The structure.

Six thousand dollars a month.

The alternative is dropping out. Moving back home. Starting over with nothing.

"When would I start?" I ask.

"Tomorrow," Priya says. "If that works for you."

I nod slowly.

"I'll need to get my things from the dorm."

"We can help," Priya offers. "I have a car."

I take a deep breath.

"Okay."

Marianne goes to a drawer and returns with a document. A contract. Simple, straightforward. It outlines the financial arrangement. The duration (three months minimum, renewable by mutual consent). My responsibilities.

No mention of sex. Nothing illegal. Nothing binding.

I sign it.

Ava countersigns. Hands me a copy.

"Welcome to the house, Clark."

Priya's car is small but efficient. A Honda Civic with immaculate interior. We make two trips from my dorm. It doesn't take long. I don't have much.

Clothes. Books. Laptop. My hockey gear, which I almost leave behind but can't bring myself to abandon.

The women help me carry everything up. Show me where things go. Give me a key. The Wi-Fi password. A tour of the kitchen.

It's all so... normal. Professional. Like moving into any shared living situation.

Except it isn't.

"Dinner is at seven," Ava says before disappearing into her room. "I have to sleep. I'm on call tonight."

Marianne leaves for a meeting. Priya shows me the pantry, the laundry room, where cleaning supplies are kept.

"Are you okay?" she asks when we're alone. "This is a lot to process."

I nod. "I'm fine."

She studies me. Not believing me. But not pushing either.

"We're not..." She hesitates. "We don't expect anything tonight. Or tomorrow. Or the next day. There's no schedule. No obligation."

"I understand the rules," I say.

"Understanding them and being comfortable with them are different things."

I look at her. Really look at her. She's the first person who's asked how I feel since Emma left.

"I'll be fine," I say.

She nods. Touches my arm briefly.

"I'll be in my room if you need anything."

Then she's gone, and I'm alone in a stranger's house that's now mine too.

I unpack my clothes. Set up my laptop. Look at myself in the bathroom mirror.

Twenty-three years old. Former hockey star. Currently nothing.

Now I'm living with three women who might ask me for sex at any time. Who are paying me to be available.

It doesn't feel real.

It feels like I'm someone else. Someone I don't recognize.

I text my parents. Tell them I found housing with roommates. That I'm figuring out the tuition situation. That everything is fine.

Lies are easier over text.

I open my wallet. Take out the photo of me in my hockey uniform. The one from last season, when everything made sense. When I knew exactly who I was and where I was going.

I put it in the desk drawer.

That guy is gone.

This is who I am now.

I look at the clock. Almost six. Guess I need to make dinner.


Chapter 3

The first two days are quiet.

Surreal.

I keep expecting something to happen, but it's just... normal life. I clean the already-clean townhouse. I shop for groceries with the credit card they gave me. I make meals that sometimes get eaten, sometimes just sit in the refrigerator in labeled containers.

Priya is around the most. She works from home half the time, appearing in the kitchen for tea or snacks, offering small smiles that never quite reach her eyes. We talk about nothing important. The weather. A show she's watching. Whether the milk is running low.

Ava and Marianne are ghosts. I hear Marianne leave early, her heels clicking on hardwood. Ava's schedule is chaos—sometimes she's gone for thirty-six hours, sometimes she appears at odd hours to collapse into bed.

I'm furniture with muscles. A convenience appliance that walks and talks.

On my third morning, I'm up early. Five AM. The kitchen is bathed in the blue-gray light that comes before dawn. I'm wiping down counters, putting away the dishes I washed last night. There's something satisfying about the order of it. The predictability.

The front door opens. Soft footsteps in the hallway.

Ava appears in the kitchen doorway. She's still in scrubs. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair escaping from what was probably once a neat bun. She looks hollowed out.

"You're up early," she says.

"Couldn't sleep." I gesture to the coffee maker. "Want some? Just made it."

She nods, leaning against the doorframe like it's holding her up. I pour her a cup. Black. She takes it without a word and drinks. Her eyes close for a moment.

"Rough shift?" I ask.

"Double." She opens her eyes. "Lost a patient."

I don't know what to say to that. What does anyone say?

"I'm sorry."

She shrugs. "Happens." Another sip of coffee. "I'm going to shower."

She sets down the mug and disappears. I hear water running upstairs. I finish cleaning, start prepping some eggs for breakfast. Not sure if she'll want any, but it gives me something to do.

Twenty minutes later, Ava reappears. Her hair is wet. She's wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around her body. Water droplets still cling to her shoulders.

She looks at me. Really looks at me for what feels like the first time.

"Available?" she asks.

The consent word. Simple. Direct. Just like her.

My mouth goes dry. This is happening. Now. Here.

"Available," I say.

She nods, turns, walks toward her bedroom. I follow.

Her room is surprisingly bare. Bed. Dresser. Nightstand. No decorations. No photos. Nothing personal. The walls are a pale blue that could be soothing but somehow just feels empty.

She drops the towel before I can close the door.

Her body is lean. Athletic. Small breasts with pink nipples already hard from the cool air. The curve of her waist subtle but present. A patch hair between her legs. Water still beading on her skin.

She doesn't speak. Doesn't smile. Just moves to the bed and sits on the edge.

"Take off your clothes," she says.

I pull my t-shirt over my head. Push down my sweatpants and boxers in one motion. Stand naked before her.

Her eyes widen slightly when she sees my cock. It's already hardening, blood rushing in.

She motions me forward. Puts her hands on my hips. Guides me to stand between her knees.

Her hand wraps around my shaft. Cool fingers. Clinical touch. She strokes once, twice. I grow fully hard in her palm.

"Condoms in the nightstand," she says.

I reach over, fumble with the drawer. Find a box of condoms. Take one out. Tear it open.

She takes it from my hands. Rolls it onto me with practiced efficiency. Then she lies back on the bed, scoots up until her head hits the pillow.

"Come here."

I climb onto the bed. She spreads her legs. No foreplay. No kissing. She takes my wrist, guides my hand between her legs.

"Here," she says, positioning my fingers. "Like this."

She's not wet yet. I circle her clit gently, feeling her body respond. She closes her eyes. Breathes deeper. After a minute, I feel moisture gathering. Her hips shift slightly.

"Inside," she directs, guiding two of my fingers into her. "Curl them up."

I follow her instructions. Find the rough patch inside. Press gently. Her breath catches.

"Yes. There."

I work my fingers against that spot while my thumb continues circling her clit. She gets wetter. Her breathing quickens. Her hands grip the sheets.

"Enough," she says after a few minutes.

She pushes me onto my back. Straddles me. Takes my cock in her hand and positions it. Then she sinks down, taking me inside her in one smooth motion.

She gasps. I do too. She's tight. Hot. Slick.

She turns around, her back to my face. Reverse cowgirl. She doesn't want to look at me. Doesn't want me to see her face.

She begins to move. Rising and falling. Taking what she wants. Using my body like a tool. A means to an end.

I feel every inch of her. The wet heat. The grip of her muscles. The way she clenches when she finds the right angle.

My hands reach for her hips. She takes them, moves them to her breasts.

"Here," she says. "Like this."

I cup her breasts. Roll her nipples between my fingers. She moves faster. Her breathing becomes shallow.

"Yes," she hisses. "Right there."

I thrust up to meet her. My cock pulses inside her. Precome leaking into the condom. The pressure building at the base of my spine.

Her movements become erratic. She grinds down harder. Her body tenses. Then she's coming, a choked cry escaping her throat as she clenches around me in rhythmic waves.

The sensation pushes me over. My orgasm hits hard. Balls tightening. Cock throbbing as I pump into the condom. My vision blurs at the edges.

For a moment, we're both still. Connected. Her back rising and falling with rapid breaths.

Then she climbs off. Walks to the bathroom without a word. I hear water running.

I lie there. Heart pounding. Sweat cooling on my skin. The condom sticky and full.

When she returns, she's wrapped in the towel again. Her face is composed. Like nothing happened.

"I need to sleep," she says. "Wake me at five."

I nod. Stand. Remove the condom and tie it off. She points to a small trash can by the nightstand. I dispose of it there.

I gather my clothes. Dress quickly. She's already under the covers, eyes closed.

"Thank you," she says as I reach the door. It sounds automatic. Like thanking a waiter.

I close the door behind me.

In the hallway, I lean against the wall. Take a deep breath. Process what just happened.

I just had sex with a woman I barely know. For money. Except it wasn't exactly for money. It was part of an arrangement. A service. A function.

Strangely, I don't feel used. I feel... useful.

For the first time since my injury, someone needed something from me. Something I could provide. Something I was good at.

I head downstairs to the kitchen.

Priya is there, making tea. She glances up when I enter. Her eyes take in my disheveled appearance. My still-flushed face. She doesn't comment.

"Want some?" she offers, holding up a second mug.

I nod. Sit at the kitchen island while she pours hot water over tea bags.

She slides a mug toward me. "Honey?"

"Please."

She adds a spoonful. Sits across from me. Blows on her tea.

"Are you okay?" she asks after a moment.

"Yeah," I say. And I mean it. "I'm fine."

She studies me. Nods slowly. "It's strange at first."

I look at her. "You mean—"

"The arrangement." She sips her tea. "The dynamic. It takes getting used to."

"Have you... with other guys before me?"

She shakes her head. "You're the first." A pause. "Marianne's idea. Ava agreed immediately. I took convincing."

"Why did you agree?"

She considers the question. "Convenience. Safety." A small smile. "Curiosity."

We drink our tea in comfortable silence. There's no awkwardness. No judgment.

"I should make breakfast," I say eventually.

Priya nods.

I stand. Open the refrigerator. Take out eggs, bacon, vegetables for an omelet.

As I'm chopping peppers, I hear the front door open. Heels clicking on the floor. Marianne appears in the kitchen doorway, immaculate in a charcoal suit, hair perfect, makeup flawless. She looks from me to Priya. A slight smile plays at her lips.

"Good morning," she says. She sets her briefcase on the counter. Takes in the scene with knowing eyes.

"Coffee?" I offer.

"Please." She watches as I pour her a cup. "Sleep well?"

Her tone makes it clear she knows exactly what happened. Nothing escapes her notice in this house.

"Fine," I say, handing her the mug.

She takes it. Her fingers brush mine deliberately. "I'll be working from home today. I'll take lunch at one."

"I'll make something," I say.

She nods, satisfaction in her eyes. "Good."

She leaves the kitchen, coffee in hand. I return to chopping vegetables.

Priya watches me with those soft, observant eyes. "You're settling in well."

I shrug. "Trying to."

"That's all any of us can do," she says.

I crack eggs into a bowl. Whisk them with a fork. Heat a pan for the bacon.

This is my life now. Cooking. Cleaning. Sex on request.

It should feel degrading. It should feel like I've hit bottom.

But as I move around the kitchen—a space where I know my role, where I'm needed—I feel something else entirely.

Purpose.

Not the same purpose I felt on the ice with a stick in my hand and a future stretched out before me. A different kind of purpose. Smaller. Quieter.

But purpose nonetheless.

I lay strips of bacon in the hot pan. They sizzle and pop.

At five o'clock, I'll wake Ava. I'll have coffee waiting. I'll ask her if she wants breakfast. I'll do what I'm here to do.

Be useful.

It's not what I planned for my life.

But it's what I have.

And for now, that's enough.


Chapter 4

"Come to my office. Now."

Marianne's voice cuts through the speaker of the house phone. Not a request. A command.

I hang up and wipe my hands on a dish towel. It's just past three. I've spent the afternoon cleaning, prepping dinner, and trying not to think about this morning with Ava.

My knee throbs as I climb the stairs. I didn't take my pain medication today. Wanted to stay sharp.

Marianne's office is at the end of the hall. Door open. I knock anyway.

"Enter."

She sits behind a massive desk, laptop open, papers arranged in precise stacks. The room smells like expensive perfume and power. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves line one wall. Law degrees hang on another.

She doesn't look up from her screen. "Close the door."

I do.

"Lock it."

I turn the deadbolt.

She finishes typing something, then closes her laptop. Looks at me for the first time. Her eyes are cold, calculating. Assessing.

"Are you available?"

My pulse quickens. I know the weight of those words now.

"Available," I confirm.

She stands. Removes her blazer. Hangs it carefully on a coat rack in the corner. She's wearing a silk blouse, pencil skirt, heels that put her almost at my height.

"Come here."

I walk to her desk. Stop on the other side.

She shakes her head. "Here." Points to the spot directly in front of her.

I round the desk. Stand before her.

She circles me slowly. Inspecting. Her hand trails across my back, over my shoulder. She stops in front of me again.

"Take off your shirt."

I pull my t-shirt over my head. Let it fall to the floor.

Her eyes rake over my chest, my shoulders, my abs. Still in hockey shape, even with the injury. Her face reveals nothing, but her breathing changes. Quickens.

"The rest."

I kick off my shoes. Remove my socks. Unbuckle my belt. Unbutton my jeans. Push them down along with my boxers. Step out of them.

I stand naked before her, fully exposed. She remains fully clothed, fully in control.

Her eyes widen slightly as she takes in my erection.

"My God," she whispers. Not the reaction I expected from composed, calculating Marianne. "You're massive."

I say nothing.

She regains her composure. "Sit." She gestures to her chair.

I lower myself into the leather executive chair. It's still warm from her body.

She kneels between my legs. This surprises me. Everything about Marianne screams dominance, control. Yet here she is, on her knees.

But as she wraps one hand around my shaft, I understand. This isn't submission. This is power. She's controlling my pleasure, my reactions. Testing me.

"You will not come until I give permission," she says. "Understood?"

"Yes."

"You better warn me,"

"I will,"

She takes me into her mouth. The sensation is overwhelming. Warm. Wet. Her tongue slides expertly along the underside. One hand works the base while the other cups my balls.

I grip the armrests. Fight for control.

She works me mercilessly. Takes me deeper than seems possible. Watches my face the entire time. Looking for weakness. For cracks in my discipline.

I clench my jaw. Stare at the ceiling. Think about anything else. Hockey stats. Knee rehab exercises. The grocery list for tomorrow.

"I am close," I say just when I'm about to lose control,

She stops. Pulls back. Smiles at my desperate expression.

"Good boy," she says. "Stand up."

I rise on unsteady legs.

"My turn." She hikes her skirt up to her waist. Sits on the edge of the desk. Spreads her legs.

No underwear. She planned this.

"Show me what that mouth can do," she commands.

I kneel. Place my hands on her thighs. Feel the taut muscle beneath smooth skin. She works out. Hard.

I start slowly. Teasing. Kissing the inside of her thigh. Working my way up. She makes an impatient sound. Grabs my hair. Guides me exactly where she wants me.

I taste her. Salt and sweetness. I use my tongue in long, flat strokes. Find her clit. Circle it. Her breathing changes. Her grip in my hair tightens.

"Yes," she hisses. "There."

I follow her cues. Her body tells me what works. What doesn't. She's responsive. Vocal. Nothing like Ava's clinical detachment.

Her thighs tense around my head. Back arches. One hand grips the edge of the desk. The other pulls my face harder against her.

"Don't stop," she gasps. "Right there. Don't fucking stop."

I don't. I keep the pressure consistent. The rhythm steady.

She comes with a sharp cry. Body shuddering. Muscles clenching. I stay with her through it, easing the pressure as her orgasm subsides.

She pushes me back. Breathes heavily. Looks at me with new eyes. Reassessing.

"Stand up," she says after a moment.

I rise. My erection hasn't subsided. Stands painfully hard between us.

She slides off the desk. Turns around. Places her palms flat on the polished surface.

"Fuck me," she says. "Hard."

I hesitate. "Condom?"

She looks over her shoulder. "I'm on birth control. And clean. I assume you are too."

"I am."

"Then fill me up."

I step behind her. Position myself at her entrance. She's wet. Ready. I push forward slowly.

She gasps as I enter her. "Fuck that hurts."

I pause. "Should I stop?"

"No," she breathes. "Keep going."

I push deeper. Feel her stretch around me. I grip her hips. Pull her back as I thrust forward. She moans. Low and deep in her throat.

We find a rhythm. Hard. Fast. The desk scrapes against the floor. Papers fall. She doesn't care.

I watch her back muscles flex beneath her silk blouse. The curve of her spine. The way her hair, now disheveled, falls across her shoulder.

"Harder," she commands.

I comply. Drive into her with everything I have. My knee protests. I ignore it.

She reaches between her legs. Touches herself. Her inner muscles clench around me.

"I'm close," she gasps.

"Me too."

"Wait," she orders. "Not yet."

I grit my teeth. Hold back. Focus on her pleasure, not mine.

She comes suddenly. Body tensing. A cry that she muffles against her arm. The pulsing of her orgasm nearly pushes me over the edge.

"Now," she says. "Come inside me. Now."

The permission breaks the last of my control. I thrust deep. Hold her hips tight against me. Release with a groan. Pleasure washes over me in waves. More intense than this morning with Ava. Different.

For a moment, we stay connected. Breathing hard. Sweat cooling on our skin.

Then she straightens. Steps away. Adjusts her skirt. Smooths her hair.

"Your posture is terrible," she says.

I blink. Still coming down from the high of release. "What?"

"Your posture." She gestures at me. "You slouch. Hide your height. It shows lack of confidence."

I start gathering my clothes. "I haven't felt much confidence lately."

"That's obvious." She watches me dress. "You walk like someone who's apologizing for taking up space."

I pull on my shirt. Say nothing.

"You weren't always like this," she continues. "I've seen videos of your games. You used to have presence."

I look up sharply. "You researched me."

"Of course I did." She sits back in her chair. Perfectly composed again. Like nothing happened. "I research everything."

"Why?"

"Because information is power." She straightens a stack of papers I knocked over. "And because I wanted to understand what broke you."

The words hit like a body check. Clean. Hard. Knocking the wind out of me.

"I'm not broken," I say automatically.

She raises an eyebrow. "No? Then stand up straight. Shoulders back. Look me in the eye without flinching."

I try. Force my spine to straighten. My shoulders to pull back. Meet her gaze.

"Better," she nods. "But not natural. Not yet. You need discipline."

"I have discipline."

"Had," she corrects. "You had discipline when hockey gave you structure. Now you're drifting."

She's not wrong. I hate that she's not wrong.

"What do you care?" I ask.

"I don't invest in broken things." She reopens her laptop. "If you're going to be part of this household, you'll represent us properly. That means carrying yourself with dignity. Even if you have to fake it initially."

I finish dressing. Stand awkwardly by her desk.

"You may go," she dismisses me. "And Clark?"

I pause at the door.

"When you walk down that hallway, imagine someone is watching. Walk like you matter."

I leave her office. Close the door behind me.

In the hallway, I consciously straighten my spine. Pull my shoulders back. Lift my chin.

It feels foreign. Forced. But also... familiar. Like muscle memory from a different life.

I walk to my room. Each step deliberate. Shoulders back. Head up. Like she said.

Like I matter.

That night, I ice my knee alone in my room.

What a day.

I've had sex with two different women. Strangers a week ago. Employers now. Or something more complicated than employers.

My body feels used. Pleasantly exhausted. But my mind is unsettled.

With Ava, I felt like a service. A function. A body performing a task.

With Marianne, I felt like a test. A challenge. Something to be conquered, then improved.

Neither saw me as a person, exactly. But Marianne saw... potential. At least that's something.

I adjust the ice pack. Wince as it hits a tender spot.

My old coaches used to talk about rebuilding. After a bad season. After injuries. They said it started with fundamentals. With discipline. With doing small things right until they became automatic.

Maybe that's what this is. A rebuilding year for Clark Mason.

Not on the ice. In life.

I think about what Marianne said about my posture. My presence. My confidence.

She was right. I have been hiding. Shrinking. Making myself smaller since the injury. Since everything fell apart.

But why should I? My body still works. Clearly.

I remove the ice pack. Test my knee's range of motion. Better than yesterday.

I stand. Walk to the full-length mirror on the closet door.

I straighten my spine. Pull my shoulders back. Lift my chin.

The man in the mirror looks different. Taller. Stronger. More like the person I used to be.

It feels forced. Unnatural. But maybe that's how rebuilding starts. With faking it. With going through the motions until they become real again.

I'm not sure who I'm becoming in this strange house with these complicated women. Not sure if I'm finding myself or losing what's left of me.

But for the first time since my knee gave out and my future disappeared, I'm not just drifting. I'm doing something. Being something.

Even if that something is just a body. A function. A service.

It's a start.

I return to bed. Settle the ice pack back on my knee.

Tomorrow, I'll walk tall through this house. Cook breakfast with my shoulders back. Clean with my spine straight.

Not for them. For me.

Because Marianne's right about one thing: I need discipline. Need structure.

Hockey gave me that once. Now I have to find it somewhere else.

Even if it's in the strange rules and clear boundaries of this arrangement.

Even if it's in the approval of women who see me as a resource rather than a person.

It's better than disappearing completely.

I close my eyes. Let my body sink into the mattress.

Whatever I'm becoming, at least I'm becoming something.

That's more than I could say a week ago.


Chapter 5

I'm chopping vegetables for dinner when I notice Priya watching me from the doorway. She does that—observes silently until you feel her presence rather than see it.

"Need something?" I ask without looking up.

She steps into the kitchen. "Just wondering if you'd want to sit with me later. While I work."

I pause, knife hovering over a bell pepper. This is different. Ava treats me like medical equipment. Marianne like a project. But Priya's asking for... company?

"I don't know anything about coding," I tell her.

"That's fine." She adjusts her glasses. "I just thought you might want to... not be alone."

The knife resumes its rhythm against the cutting board. "Sure. After dinner?"

She nods, lips curving slightly, then disappears as quietly as she arrived.

Three hours later, I knock on her open door. Her room is different from the others—string lights instead of lamps, colorful tapestries on one wall, a massive desk with three monitors displaying lines of code.

She gestures to a reading chair beside her desk. "You can sit there. I don't need anything. Just..." She trails off.

I settle into the chair, stretching my bad leg out. She turns back to her screens, fingers moving across the keyboard in bursts of activity followed by thoughtful pauses.

The silence is comfortable, not awkward. I watch her work. The way she tucks her hair behind her ear when she's thinking. How she sometimes mouths words to herself. The slight furrow between her eyebrows when something doesn't work.

"Does it hurt?" she asks suddenly, eyes still on her screen.

I follow her gaze to my hand, which is unconsciously massaging my knee.

"Every day," I answer honestly.

"Not just physically."

This makes me look up. She's turned toward me now, really seeing me.

"No. Not just physically."

She nods like this confirms something. "I looked you up, you know. After you moved in. Found old game footage."

"Yeah?" My throat tightens.

"You were beautiful on the ice. Like you belonged there."

Something in my chest cracks open. Not from the compliment, but from the recognition. She saw me—the real me, not just the body occupying space in this house.

"I miss it," I admit. "Not just playing. The purpose. Knowing exactly what I was supposed to do and be."

She looks away, back to her screen. "I understand loneliness."

"You're surrounded by people."

"So are you." Her fingers hover over the keyboard. "Doesn't mean they see you."

We sit with that truth between us. I watch her code for another hour. She explains bits of what she's doing, not expecting me to understand the technical parts but including me anyway.

It's nearly midnight when she saves her work and turns to me fully.

"Clark?" Her voice is soft. Uncertain.

"Yeah?"

"Are you... available?"

The house rule word. But coming from her, it sounds different. Almost hesitant.

"Available," I confirm.

She stands, crosses to where I'm sitting. Stops just before reaching me. "I'm not like Ava or Marianne."

"I know."

"I've never... I mean, I have, but not..." She looks down at her hands. "I've done many things, but never had a man inside me."

My mind trips over this revelation. "You're a virgin?"

She nods, still not meeting my eyes.

"But... why? You're beautiful, smart—"

"I'm awkward," she interrupts. "I overthink. I don't connect easily."

I stand, careful with my knee. "Priya, we don't have to do anything."

Finally, she looks up. "I want to. With you. If that's okay."

"Are you sure it should be like this? Your first time as part of this... arrangement?"

Her smile is small but certain. "At least this way I know the rules. The boundaries." She takes my hand. "And I trust you."

I follow her to the bed. She sits, and I kneel before her. "We go slow," I tell her. "You say stop anytime, and we stop."

She nods. I reach up, gently remove her glasses, place them on the nightstand. Her eyes are even softer without them, deep brown with flecks of amber near the pupils.

When I kiss her, it's gentle. Exploratory. She tastes like mint tea and uncertainty. Her hands rest lightly on my shoulders, neither pushing nor pulling.

I take my time undressing her. First the oversized sweater, revealing a simple cotton bra. Then her leggings, exposing smooth brown skin and plain black underwear. Nothing fancy or planned. Just Priya.

Her body trembles slightly under my gaze. Not the confident shaking of arousal, but the vulnerable tremor of someone being truly seen.

"Beautiful," I whisper, and mean it.

Her hands fumble at my shirt. I help her, removing my clothes methodically until we're both in underwear. She reaches to touch my chest, hesitates.

"You can touch me," I assure her.

Her fingers trace the contours of my muscles, featherlight, exploring. When she reaches the waistband of my boxers, she stops.

"I'm not sure what to do next," she admits.

I guide her to lie back on the bed. "Let me take care of you first."

I kiss my way down her body, learning her. The soft curve where neck meets shoulder. The dip of her collarbone. The swell of her breasts above her bra. I unhook it carefully, revealing small, perfect breasts with dark nipples that tighten under my attention.

She gasps when I take one in my mouth. Her hands find my hair, grip gently. I work my way lower, over the slight roundness of her stomach, to the edge of her underwear.

"Okay?" I check.

She nods, lifting her hips to help me remove the last barrier.

I take my time, exploring her with my fingers first. She's already wet, but tense. I stroke gently, finding the rhythm that makes her breath catch. When I lower my mouth to her, she arches off the bed.

"Clark," she whispers, almost reverent.

I work her slowly with my tongue, reading her body's responses. The way her thighs tense when I hit the right spot. How her breathing changes as she gets closer. The soft sounds she makes—not performative moans, but honest, surprised gasps.

Her orgasm builds gradually. I feel it in the trembling of her thighs, the tightening of her fingers in my hair. When it finally breaks, she cries out once, sharply, then dissolves into shuddering breaths.

I move up beside her, holding her through the aftershocks.

"That was..." she searches for words.

"Just the beginning," I promise.

She reaches for me, hand wrapping around my erection through my boxers. I guide her, showing her how I like to be touched. Her movements are cautious at first, then more confident as she learns my responses.

When I remove my boxers, her eyes widen. "You're... larger than I expected."

"We'll go slow," I assure her again. "Very slow."

I reach for my discarded pants, extract a condom from my wallet. She watches intently as I roll it on.

"How do you want to do this?" I ask.

"I think... on my back? So I can see you?"

I position myself between her legs, supporting my weight on my arms. The head of my cock brushes against her entrance, and she tenses.

"Breathe," I whisper. "Look at me."

Her eyes find mine. I push forward slightly, just the tip entering her. She's tight, but wet from her orgasm. A soft, startled gasp escapes her lips—not quite pain, not quite pleasure, but something caught in that delicate space between. Her fingers dig into my shoulders, her body instinctively tensing around this unfamiliar intrusion while her expression flickers between vulnerability and determination.

"Still okay?"

She nods. "More. Please."

I ease in another inch. Stop. Let her adjust. Another inch. Her face shows concentration more than pleasure, adjusting to the new sensation. She bites her lower lip, eyebrows drawing together as she focuses on her breathing. I watch her carefully, monitoring every micro-expression for signs of discomfort. Her fingers flex against my shoulders, then relax as her body gradually accepts me. Sweat beads along my hairline from the effort of moving so deliberately, so controlled. This isn't about my pleasure right now—it's about trust. About making this first time something she'll remember without regret.

"You feel so good," I whisper, brushing my lips against her forehead. Her muscles flutter around me as I advance slightly deeper, and I can feel her heart racing where our chests meet. The lamplight catches the shine in her eyes as she nods almost imperceptibly, giving me silent permission to continue this careful exploration. There's something profoundly intimate about this measured pace—more intimate, somehow, than anything I've experienced with the others.

"Any pain?"

"Pressure," she corrects. "But good pressure."

Gradually, I work my way inside her, stopping whenever she tenses, resuming only when she relaxes again. When I'm finally fully seated, we both exhale.

Her hands find my face. "You're inside me," she says, wonder in her voice.

"I am." I kiss her softly. "How does it feel?"

"Full. Strange. But... right."

I begin to move, shallow thrusts that gradually deepen as she accommodates me. Her fingers dig into my shoulders, her breath catching with each careful advance. The whisper of skin against sheets creates a gentle soundtrack to our movements. Her discomfort visibly fades, replaced by curiosity in those expressive eyes, then unmistakable pleasure as her lips part in a silent "oh." Her hips start to rise to meet mine, tentative at first, then with growing confidence, finding our rhythm together.

"Is this—" she breathes, "is this how it's supposed to feel?"

"How does it feel?" I ask, my voice rougher than intended.

"Like... like I'm waking up." Her words dissolve into a soft moan that vibrates against my chest.

It's nothing like the clinical efficiency with Ava, who takes what she needs with practiced precision, or the power play with Marianne, who turns intimacy into a boardroom negotiation. This is a conversation between bodies. A genuine exchange. Every reaction honest, unfiltered by expectation or experience.

She comes again before I do, surprised by her own response, her body arching beneath mine, eyes wide and locked on mine as if I might have the answer to questions she never knew to ask. A quiet cry escapes her, half wonder, half surrender. The sight of her pleasure, the knowledge that I'm the first to give her this, the absolute trust in her unguarded expression, pushes me over the edge. My climax builds from the base of my spine, powerful but controlled as I remember to be gentle with her, my muscles tensing as I groan against her neck, keeping my movements steady even as release washes through me.

Afterward, we lie facing each other. I brush hair from her face, study her features. Without her glasses, without her careful reserve, she looks younger. Softer.

"Why me?" I ask finally. "Why this arrangement for your first time?"

She considers before answering. "I was tired of being invisible. Of being the quiet girl no one notices." Her fingers trace patterns on my chest. "When Marianne suggested this arrangement, I thought it might be a way to... matter to someone. Even if just physically."

"You matter," I tell her. "Not just your body."

She smiles, sad and knowing. "So do you, Clark. Not just for this." She gestures to our naked bodies. "You're more than what your body can do."

Something loosens in my chest. A knot I didn't realize was there.

"People stopped seeing me when I got injured," I admit. "Like I disappeared the moment I couldn't play."

"I see you," she says simply.

And for the first time since my world collapsed on that ice rink, I believe someone does.


Chapter 6

A week passes. Seven days of routine that somehow calm me. Seven mornings of coffee brewing at 5:30, lunches packed by 7:00, dinners ready by 6:30. I know their schedules now. Know who needs what and when. The grocery list lives in my head. I remember that Marianne hates cilantro, Ava needs protein after night shifts, and Priya drinks three specific kinds of tea depending on her mood.

I've become essential. Like oxygen. Like furniture.

The house feels different with Priya gone. She left three days ago for a tech convention in Seattle, taking her quiet presence with her. Our goodbye was brief—a light touch on my arm, a small smile. "Take care of yourself, Clark," she said. "Not just them." I've thought about those words every day since.

The living room glows amber from evening light as I wipe down the kitchen counters. It's Friday, which usually means an empty house—Ava at the hospital, Marianne working late. But tonight, the front door opens at 7:03 PM, followed by laughter. Female voices, lighter than I'm used to hearing them.

"Clark?" Marianne's voice carries from the entryway. "Are you here?"

I dry my hands. "In the kitchen."

They appear in the doorway, a vision of contrasts. Marianne still in her charcoal suit but with the jacket unbuttoned, hair coming loose from its severe bun. Ava beside her in scrubs, white coat gone, blonde hair fully down for once. Both holding high heels in their hands.

"We played hooky," Ava announces, eyes bright.

"Sort of," Marianne corrects. "My deposition was postponed, and Ava switched shifts."

"And we went for cocktails," Ava adds. "Plural."

I can see it immediately—the slight flush on their cheeks, the relaxed postures. Not drunk, but delightfully tipsy. Shields lowered. I've never seen either of them like this.

"Have you eaten?" I ask, already moving toward the refrigerator.

"No, but we don't need anything fancy." Marianne sets a bottle of wine on the counter. "We brought reinforcements."

I grab glasses while they settle at the kitchen island, their usual formality dissolving with each passing minute. Ava's laugh is fuller than I've ever heard it. Marianne's posture softens as she leans against the counter.

"You're both... happy," I observe, setting out plates with cold chicken and roasted vegetables from yesterday.

"Don't sound so surprised," Ava says, accepting the glass of wine I pour.

"It's just—"

"We're not always surgeons and lawyers," Marianne finishes. "Sometimes we're just women who need a damn break."

I nod, understanding completely. "I'll leave you to it, then."

"Stay," Ava says, catching me off guard. "Join us."

Marianne nods agreement, sliding a glass of wine toward me. Something's different tonight. The hierarchy feels flatter. Less employer-employee, more... something else I can't quite name.

We eat and drink together while they tell stories—Ava about a patient who proposed to her mid-anesthesia, Marianne about a judge who fell asleep during her closing argument. I find myself laughing with them, offering stories from hockey road trips that make Ava snort wine through her nose.

After dinner, Ava connects her phone to the speaker system, and music fills the space—something with bass and rhythm that makes her shoulders move.

"Dance with us," Marianne says suddenly, standing.

"I don't dance," I answer automatically.

"Everyone dances," Ava counters, already swaying, one hand extended.

I shake my head. "Not with this." I gesture toward my knee.

Something shifts in Ava's expression—the doctor reemerging briefly through the wine haze. "Is it hurting today?"

"It always hurts." I shrug. "Some days more than others."

Marianne comes closer, studies me with those penetrating eyes. "You never complain. Not once since you've been here."

"Complaining doesn't fix things."

Ava exchanges a look with Marianne, some wordless female communication passing between them. The music changes to something slower.

"This won't strain your knee," Ava says, taking my hand. "Just sway with me."

Her body presses against mine, warm and surprisingly soft beneath the scrubs. Her head rests against my chest, and I find my arms circling her waist automatically. We move slowly, barely dancing, more like standing and swaying. Behind us, Marianne refills glasses, watching with an expression I can't interpret.

The song ends. Ava looks up at me, then over at Marianne. Another wordless exchange.

"Clark," Ava says, voice suddenly serious despite the wine-induced softness. "Are you available tonight?"

The formal question from our arrangement cuts through the casual atmosphere, reminding me of what I am to them. But there's something different about how she asks—less clinical, more invitation than request.

"For which of you?" I ask.

Marianne steps closer, her hand finding the small of my back. "For both of us."

My pulse jumps. "Both?"

"Only if you're comfortable," Ava adds quickly.

I look between them—Ava with her hair loose around her shoulders, Marianne with her normally severe expression softened by wine and flickering kitchen light. This isn't part of the routine. This isn't in the schedule. This feels like... choice.

"Available," I say, my voice lower than I intended.

Marianne leads us upstairs to her room—the largest, with its imposing king bed and panoramic windows. City lights glitter beyond the glass as Ava turns on a single bedside lamp. The room fills with soft golden light.

They stand before me, not as the doctor who treats me like a function or the lawyer who treats me like a test. Tonight they're just women, watching me with desire that seems genuinely about pleasure rather than release or power.

"We've never shared before," Marianne admits, stepping closer. "Not with anyone."

Her fingers work at my shirt buttons while Ava moves behind me, her hands sliding around my waist. I feel her lips press against my shoulder blade through the fabric.

"You don't have to perform," Ava murmurs against my skin. "Just be with us."

My shirt falls open under Marianne's expert touch. Her palm flattens against my chest, slides upward to my shoulder, pushing the fabric away. Behind me, Ava's hands join hers, and together they undress me—four hands working in surprising harmony, as if they've choreographed this.

When I stand before them in just boxers, they step apart. Ava peels her scrub top over her head, revealing a simple black bra against fair skin. Marianne unbuttons her blouse more deliberately, each movement precise despite the wine. Their eyes never leave me as they undress.

Ava, ever direct, steps out of her scrub pants and reaches behind to unclasp her bra. Her breasts spill free—fuller than her clinical demeanor suggests, pink nipples tightening in the cool air. Marianne takes longer, a slow revelation of caramel skin and black lace.

They stand naked before me, so different yet equally breathtaking. Ava pale and athletic, Marianne curved and golden. Something stirs in me beyond physical response—a sense of being genuinely wanted. Chosen rather than used.

"Come here," Marianne says, extending her hand.

I step forward, and instead of touching me, she turns to Ava. Their bodies press together, and they kiss—soft at first, then deeper. Ava's hands thread through Marianne's dark hair, loosening it completely from its bun. Marianne cups Ava's breast, thumb circling her nipple.

The sight of them together, these powerful women melting into each other, sends heat rushing through me. My boxers can't hide my reaction. They break their kiss, turning to me with matching smiles.

"Your turn," Ava says, reaching for my hand.

They lead me to the bed, and I lie back against pillows as they position themselves on either side of me. Ava's mouth finds mine while Marianne's lips trace my collarbone, my chest, moving steadily downward. Four hands explore me, learning my body with scientific precision and legal thoroughness.

Ava kisses differently tonight—slower, deeper, her usual efficiency replaced by genuine curiosity. Marianne's mouth reaches the waistband of my boxers, and she looks up, seeking permission. I nod, lifting my hips as she pulls them down, freeing me.

"Fuck, I'll never get used to the size of you," she murmurs, wrapping her hand around my shaft.

Ava breaks our kiss to look down, her doctor's clinical gaze momentarily returning. "The proportions are rather exceptional."

"Is this really the time for anatomical observations?" I manage to ask.

They both laugh, the sound so genuine it makes my chest tighten with something beyond arousal.

"He's right," Marianne says. "Less talking, more action."

She lowers her head, taking me into her mouth with skillful confidence while Ava watches, her breath quickening. Marianne's tongue traces patterns that make my muscles tense, her technique confident and measured despite the wine. When she pulls back, Ava seamlessly takes her place, her approach more direct but equally effective.

They trade places, taking turns pleasuring me, occasionally stopping to kiss each other. The sight of them sharing me, cooperating rather than competing, is almost too much. My hands fist in the sheets as I struggle for control.

"Wait," I gasp as Ava's mouth brings me dangerously close.

They both pause, looking up with questioning expressions.

"I want to taste you," I say. "Both of you."

Marianne's eyebrow arches. "At the same time?"

"No," I answer. "One after the other. I want to learn what makes each of you respond."

Something flashes in Ava's eyes—surprise, maybe even respect. She moves up the bed, positioning herself against the pillows, legs parting in invitation. I settle between her thighs, breathing in her scent as Marianne watches, her hand moving between her own legs.

I take my time with Ava, using everything I've learned about her body during our previous encounters. She's responsive tonight in a way she's never been before, her clinical detachment replaced by genuine pleasure. Her thighs tense around my head as my tongue circles her most sensitive spot, her fingers tangling in my hair. When she comes, it's with a surprised cry that sounds like freedom.

Before she fully recovers, I turn to Marianne, who waits with characteristic patience despite the flush on her chest and cheeks. I apply different techniques with her, responding to her quiet directions, her subtle shifts. She's more vocal than usual, less concerned with maintaining control. Her orgasm builds gradually, then crashes through her with an intensity that arches her back off the bed.

While they recover, I kiss my way up their bodies, paying equal attention to both. They pull me between them, Marianne guiding me to my back as Ava reaches for a condom from the bedside drawer.

"Who first?" I ask.

They exchange another look.

"Me," Ava says, rolling the condom down my length with practiced hands.

She straddles me, sinking down slowly, taking me inch by inch until she's fully seated. Her head falls back, blonde hair cascading down her spine. Marianne kneels beside us, her hands roaming over Ava's breasts, her stomach, between her legs where our bodies join.

Ava rides me with surprising abandon, her usual efficiency transformed into something wilder, more primal. Marianne watches, occasionally leaning in to kiss her, to whisper things I can't hear that make Ava moan. When Ava's movements become erratic, signaling her approaching climax, Marianne's fingers increase their pace against her center, pushing her over the edge. Ava cries out, her body clenching around me as she comes.

She collapses forward, breath hot against my neck, then carefully lifts herself off me. Marianne disposes of the condom, replaces it with a fresh one, and takes Ava's place. Where Ava was wild, Marianne is deliberate, her movements controlled even in pleasure.

"Tell me what you need," I say, hands on her hips.

"This," she answers simply. "Just this."

I match her rhythm, watching her face as pleasure builds. Ava recovers enough to kneel beside us, her hands caressing Marianne's breasts, her lips finding the sensitive spot where neck meets shoulder. Together, we bring Marianne to a shuddering climax that leaves her gasping my name—not "boy" or "Clark Mason," just "Clark," stripped of pretense.

They shift positions with fluid coordination, Ava moving lower while Marianne remains at my side. Their hands map every inch of exposed skin, fingers tracing the lines of muscle along my chest and abdomen with deliberate slowness. Ava's mouth finds me first, her lips wrapping around my length with the same focused intensity she brings to everything else. There's nothing clinical about this—just pure want, her usual efficiency transformed into something hungrier.

Marianne leans down, her tongue joining Ava's in a rhythm that makes my breath catch. They work together without awkwardness, sharing me between them like they've choreographed this moment. When Ava pulls back to catch her breath, Marianne takes over, her mouth warm and demanding. Ava's hands continue their exploration, fingers trailing along sensitive skin while her lips find my inner thigh, then higher.

The sensation builds beyond anything I've experienced with either of them separately. Four hands, two mouths, coordinated but unpredictable. Ava's tongue traces patterns along my shaft while Marianne focuses on the head, her lips creating a suction that makes my hips buck involuntarily. They switch again, Marianne's hand wrapping around the base while Ava takes me deeper than before.

I try to last, to make this moment stretch longer, but their combined attention overwhelms every defense I have. My hands tangle in both their hair—Ava's blonde strands loose from their earlier perfection, Marianne's dark locks spilling over my thighs. The pressure builds until it becomes unbearable, my body drawing tight as a wire.

When I finally come, it's with an intensity that whites out my vision, my back arching off the bed as they continue their ministrations through every pulse and tremor. I hear my own voice calling their names, the sound raw and desperate in the charged air. They don't stop until I'm completely spent, their mouths and hands gentling me through the aftermath until I collapse back against the pillows, chest heaving.

Afterward, we lie tangled together, sweat cooling on our skin. No one speaks. No one moves to leave. This doesn't feel like our usual arrangement—clinical with Ava, disciplined with Marianne. This feels like something else entirely.

Eventually, we clean up. I expect them to dismiss me as usual, to return to my room while they return to their separate lives. Instead, Ava catches my hand.

"Stay a while?" she asks, uncharacteristically hesitant.

We move downstairs, still warm from wine and intimacy. I pull on sweatpants while they dress in soft clothes—Ava in flannel pants and a tank top, Marianne in a silk robe. We settle on the couch in front of the television, some action movie playing that none of us really watch.

Marianne excuses herself after twenty minutes, claiming an early morning deposition prep. She squeezes my shoulder as she passes—a small gesture that feels surprisingly intimate after everything we've shared.

Ava stays, shifting closer until she's tucked under my arm, her head resting against my chest.

"Is this okay?" she asks quietly. "I don't expect anything else. Just... this."

"It's okay," I answer, surprised by how comfortable it feels.

We watch in silence, the movie's explosions and gunfire at odds with the peaceful weight of her against me. I can't remember the last time I just sat with someone, touching without purpose beyond comfort.

"I have a colleague," she says suddenly, eyes still on the screen. "Dr. Patel. Orthopedic surgeon, specializes in sports injuries. He's developed some revolutionary techniques for knee reconstruction."

My heart rate picks up. "Ava—"

"He owes me a favor. A big one." She shifts to look at me. "Let me set up a consultation."

"I can't afford—"

"That's not an issue." She smiles, a genuine expression I've rarely seen on her usually tired face. "Like I said, he owes me."

"Why would you do that for me?"

Her fingers trace patterns on my chest, light enough to feel through my thin shirt. "Because you matter, Clark. Not just as what you do for us."

"Priya said something similar."

Ava laughs softly. "Priya sees people. Really sees them." She pauses. "I'm trying to learn how."

I don't know what to say, so I pull her closer, my chin resting on her head. She smells like hospital antiseptic and expensive shampoo and sex—a combination that shouldn't work but somehow does.

"No guarantees," she cautions. "But Dr. Patel... he's the best. If anyone can get you back on the ice..."

Hope flutters in my chest, a sensation I haven't allowed myself to feel since the injury. I force it down, unwilling to be crushed again.

"Thank you," I say simply.

She rises on one elbow, kisses me softly—not the prelude to anything, just a gesture that feels shockingly intimate after all we've done. Then she settles back against me, her breathing gradually slowing as the movie plays on.


Chapter 7

Dr. Patel's office isn't what I expect.

Most sports medicine specialists plaster their walls with championship photos and signed jerseys—proof they fix winners. Patel's space is minimal. Clean white walls. A single shelf of medical journals. One framed degree from Johns Hopkins.

The man himself is in his fifties, gray at the temples, calm eyes behind rimless glasses. He shakes my hand with the firm grip of someone who understands athletes measure everything through physical presence.

"Dr. Reynolds speaks highly of you," he says, gesturing to the exam table. "Let's see what we're working with."

Ava sits in the corner, still in her scrubs from the morning shift. She insisted on coming, trading shifts to make it happen. I told her she didn't need to. She came anyway.

I strip down to my boxers and sit. Patel's hands are warm as he manipulates my knee, testing range of motion, stability, response. He doesn't speak during the examination. Neither do I. Some conversations happen entirely through touch—pressure applied, resistance felt.

After ten minutes, he steps back. "Get dressed. Then we'll talk."

The words land heavy in my chest. I pull on jeans and a hoodie while Patel uploads images to his computer screen—my MRI scans, glowing green and white against the black background. He points to a section of torn cartilage, the frayed ligament.

"The initial surgery was competent," he says. "But conservative. They stabilized you for normal function. Not elite performance."

"Can it be fixed?"

"Yes." He zooms in on the damaged area. "But it requires a more aggressive approach. Complete reconstruction of the ACL using a patellar tendon graft. Repair of the meniscus. Six months of intensive physical therapy afterward."

Six months. The number echoes in my head.

"Success rate?"

"For return to normal activity? Ninety-five percent." He turns to face me. "For return to Division I hockey? Seventy percent, assuming perfect adherence to rehab protocols."

Seventy percent. Not a guarantee. Not even close.

But it's a doorway I thought was sealed shut.

"What's the timeline?" Ava asks from her chair.

"Surgery within the month. Recovery begins immediately after. He'd be cleared for non-contact training in four months, full contact in six." Patel closes the imaging program. "The question isn't whether I can do it, Clark. It's whether you're willing to commit to the recovery. It will be painful. Exhausting. You'll want to quit at least a dozen times."

I think about the ice. The weight of skates. The sound of a puck hitting the boards.

"I'm willing."

Patel nods like he expected nothing else. "Dr. Reynolds mentioned financial concerns. I'm prepared to perform the surgery pro bono, with the understanding that you'll document your recovery for a case study I'm publishing."

My throat tightens. "I don't know what to say."

"Say you'll show up to every appointment and do the work." He extends his hand again. "Deal?"

"Deal."

We're in the elevator when it hits me—the full weight of possibility pressing against my chest until breathing feels difficult. Ava notices immediately. She always notices.

"You okay?"

"I don't know."

The doors open on the third floor instead of the lobby. Ava grabs my wrist and pulls me into the corridor. Hospital staff pass without looking up, everyone absorbed in their own emergencies and routines. She leads me down a side hallway, past supply closets and staff lounges, until she finds an unmarked door and yanks me inside.

It's a utility closet. Shelves of linens and cleaning supplies, barely enough room for two people to stand. The single bare bulb casts harsh shadows across her face.

"Talk to me," she says.

"What if I fail? What if I go through all of it and still can't play?"

"Then you tried. That's more than you have now."

"I'm scared."

She cups my face in both hands, her palms cool against my skin. "Good. Fear means it matters."

Then she kisses me, hard and desperate, her body pressing mine against the shelving unit. This isn't the clinical Ava from our first encounter or the warm woman from the couch last night. This is something else entirely—raw need stripped of every professional boundary.

I kiss her back with equal intensity, hands sliding under her scrub top to find bare skin. She gasps into my mouth when I palm her breasts, her nipples already hard against my touch. My other hand finds the drawstring of her scrub pants and yanks.

"Someone could come in," I manage between kisses.

"Then we better be fast."

She shoves my jeans and boxers down in one motion, freeing my erection. I'm already hard from the adrenaline and her proximity and the intoxicating wrongness of this location. She turns, bracing her hands against the shelves, and looks back over her shoulder.

"Now, Clark."

I enter her in one thrust, both of us gasping at the sudden fullness. She's wet enough that I slide in easily despite the angle, her body accepting mine like we've done this a hundred times instead of twice. The shelving unit rattles with each movement, bottles of cleaning solution shifting.

I set a brutal pace because we don't have time for anything else. My hips slam against her ass, the sound obscenely loud in the small space. She bites her fist to muffle her moans, her free hand gripping the shelf so hard her knuckles go white.

"Harder," she demands, voice muffled against her hand.

I comply, one hand gripping her hip while the other slides around to find her clit. She jerks against me when I touch her there, her inner walls clenching around my cock. I work her in tight circles, matching the rhythm of my thrusts, chasing her pleasure as aggressively as my own.

Her orgasm hits fast and devastating. Her whole body goes rigid, a muffled scream escaping despite her efforts at silence. I clamp my hand over her mouth, pressing her face back against my shoulder while she shakes through the waves. The sensation of her pulsing around me, combined with the forbidden nature of our location, sends me over the edge.

I come hard, buried deep inside her, my own groan trapped behind clenched teeth. My hips jerk through each pulse, grinding against her until I'm completely spent. We stay frozen like that for several heartbeats, both of us panting, sweat slicking our skin despite the air conditioning.

When I finally pull out, she turns and immediately starts fixing her clothes with shaking hands. I do the same, tucking myself back into my jeans while she ties her scrub pants. We don't speak. The enormity of what just happened—the recklessness, the need—hangs between us.

She smooths her hair, checking her reflection in a small compact. "We should go."

"Ava—"

"That was..." She stops, meets my eyes. "Thank you. For trusting me with this. All of it."

Then she opens the door and steps into the hallway like nothing happened, like we're just two people who happened to be walking the same direction. I follow, my knee protesting but my heart racing with something I can't name.

The house is quiet when we arrive. I expect it to be empty—Marianne at the office, Priya still at her convention. Instead, I find both of them in the living room, Marianne reviewing documents on her tablet while Priya types on her laptop.

They look up when I enter. Something in my face must give it away.

"How'd it go?" Priya asks, setting her computer aside.

I stand in the doorway, suddenly unable to find words. Ava moves past me to pour water in the kitchen, giving me space.

"He can fix it," I finally say. "Dr. Patel. He can fix my knee."

Priya's hand flies to her mouth. Marianne sets down her tablet with careful precision.

"That's..." Priya's voice cracks. "That's amazing, Clark."

"Surgery in a few weeks. Six months of rehab. Seventy percent chance I can play again." The numbers feel surreal spoken aloud. "He's doing it for free."

Marianne stands, crosses to me in three measured steps. She doesn't touch me, but her eyes search my face with unusual intensity.

"This changes everything," she says.

"I know."

"You'll need structure. Discipline. You cannot half-ass recovery, Clark. Seventy percent becomes a hundred percent if you do the work perfectly."

"I will."

"I'll create a schedule. Patel will have a plan, but you'll need accountability beyond that. Someone to ensure you don't skip exercises or push too hard too fast." She's already strategizing, her lawyer brain cataloging variables and solutions. "I assume Ava will coordinate medical oversight."

"She already offered."

Priya stands now too, tears streaming down her face despite the smile on her lips. She closes the distance and wraps her arms around me, her small frame shaking against my chest.

"I'm so happy for you," she whispers. "So happy."

I hold her, one hand stroking her hair, overwhelmed by her reaction. When she finally pulls back, she wipes her eyes with her sleeve.

"Sorry. I'm a mess."

"Don't be."

Ava emerges from the kitchen with four glasses of water, distributing them like we're patients who need hydration. Maybe we are. The weight of the news has left everyone slightly unsteady.

Marianne takes her glass and raises it. "To second chances."

We all lift our glasses and drink. The gesture feels ceremonial somehow, marking a shift I don't fully understand yet.

"What happens next?" Priya asks. "I mean, with... everything?"

The unspoken question hangs in the air: What happens to this arrangement when I don't need it anymore?

"I don't know," I admit. "The recovery will take months. Even if everything goes perfectly, I won't be cleared to play until next season at earliest."

"You'll stay here during rehab," Marianne states, not asks. "Unless you want to leave."

"I don't want to leave."

Something releases in the room—tension I didn't realize we were all holding.

"But eventually..." I trail off, uncertain how to articulate the fear gnawing at me. "Eventually I won't need this anymore. The money, the housing, the arrangement."

"Is that what you think this is?" Ava's voice cuts through sharply. "Just a transaction?"

"Isn't it?"

"Maybe it started that way." Priya sits back on the couch, pulling her knees to her chest. "But it's not anymore. At least not for me."

Marianne sits beside her, an unusual choice. She typically maintains physical distance. "The rules exist for a reason, Clark. To prevent exactly this kind of complication."

"Then why do I feel like I'm betraying you by getting better?"

The words escape before I can stop them, raw and honest. All three women stare at me.

"Oh, sweetheart." Ava sets down her glass and moves to where I stand. "That's not how this works."

"Then explain how it does work, because I'm confused as hell."

Marianne speaks first. "When we designed this arrangement, we anticipated it would be temporary. You were meant to stabilize your situation, and we were meant to fill specific needs without traditional relationship obligations."

"Right. Transaction."

"Let me finish." Her voice sharpens slightly. "What we didn't anticipate was that you would become... integral. To the household, yes. But also to us individually."

Priya nods. "You matter, Clark. Not because of what you do, but because of who you are."

"We want you to heal," Ava adds. "Even if that means you leave. Especially if that means you leave."

"That makes no sense."

"It makes perfect sense." Marianne stands, moving to the window. "Keeping you here in perpetual need would be selfish. Helping you recover, even knowing we might lose you, is the only acceptable choice."

I sink onto the couch, my knee protesting the sudden movement. Priya immediately shifts closer, her hand finding mine.

"What if I don't want to lose this?" I ask quietly.

"This being what?" Marianne turns from the window.

"All of you. This weird, impossible thing we've built."

Silence settles over the room. I've violated some unspoken rule, admitted something we're all supposed to pretend isn't true. The arrangement is supposed to be clean, boundaries, temporary. Feelings complicate everything.

"We have time to figure it out," Ava finally says. "Six months of recovery. That's six months to see what this becomes."

"And if I play again?"

"Then you play." Priya squeezes my hand. "And we'll be there, cheering for you."

"Even if it means ending this?"

"Even then."

Marianne returns to her seat, her posture perfect as always but her eyes softer than usual. "Tonight, Clark, just let yourself feel hopeful. Tomorrow we'll build the structure. Next week we'll tackle logistics. But tonight, allow yourself to believe the door isn't closed."

I nod, throat too tight for words.


Chapter 8

I pull a half-dozen pairs of black boxers from the dresser drawer and count them one more time. Six. Enough to get me through the first post-surgery week without having to worry about laundry. I set them beside the neatly folded sweatpants, T-shirts, and zip-up hoodies I've packed in the duffel bag.

Preparation settles my nerves. Always has. Before games, I'd organize my gear the same way every time—skates first, then shin guards, then shorts. A ritual that created the illusion of control.

This is no different. Tomorrow, they'll cut open my knee again, rebuild what broke. I won't be in control then, so I control what I can now.

The house is quiet tonight. Marianne's in Boston for depositions. Ava pulled another overnight shift. Only Priya and I remain, and she's been locked in her room coding since dinner. We ate together—vegetable curry she taught me to make—but afterward she mumbled something about a deadline and disappeared upstairs.

I sit on the edge of my bed and stretch my leg, feeling the familiar twinge. This could be the last night it hurts this way. Dr. Patel was clear: the surgery isn't guaranteed. Nothing is. But it's a real chance.

A knock interrupts my thoughts. Three soft taps.

"Come in," I call, assuming it's Priya with a tea question or wifi issue.

The door stays closed. Another three knocks.

I cross the room, opening the door to find Priya standing in the hallway. My brain short-circuits.

She's wearing deep burgundy lingerie—a lacy bra with thin straps that cross between her breasts, matching underwear that sits high on her hips, and some kind of garter belt holding up sheer stockings. Her hair falls loose around her shoulders. She's removed her glasses.

"Hi." Her voice is soft but steady.

I can't form words. In our previous intimacy, the setting was her room, her terms, her comfort zone. This is different. Deliberate. Planned.

"I know this breaks the rules," she says. "Coming to your space instead of calling you to mine."

"It's okay," I manage.

"I just—" She hesitates, one hand resting against the doorframe. "I wanted tonight to be different."

The hallway light creates a halo effect around her. I step back, making space for her to enter. She walks past me, and I catch the scent of something floral—not perfume, maybe lotion.

"Clark?" She turns, facing me. "Are you available?"

The formal question feels strange given her appearance, but I understand why she asks. The rules exist for a reason.

"Yes." I close the door. "I'm available."

She nods, relief softening her features. "I've been thinking about this all day."

"About what, exactly?" My voice comes out rougher than intended.

"About being with you. Before tomorrow changes everything."

I move closer, drawn to her like gravity. "Tomorrow doesn't change this."

"Doesn't it?" Her eyes meet mine, questioning. "You'll be different after. On your way back to your real life."

"This is real too."

Her hand reaches up, fingertips brushing my jawline. "I know. That's why I'm here."

I lean down and kiss her. Unlike our first time together, there's no hesitation, no careful navigation of unfamiliar territory. She knows me now. I know her. Her mouth opens beneath mine, tongue seeking, finding.

She tastes like mint and desire.

My hands find her waist, skin warm through the delicate fabric. She presses against me, her body soft where mine is hard. When we break apart, her breathing has quickened.

"You look incredible," I tell her, because it's true and because she deserves to hear it.

A smile touches her lips. "I ordered it online. Had to guess my size."

"You guessed right."

"I thought..." She looks down, suddenly shy despite her bold appearance. "I thought maybe we could try things differently this time."

"Different how?"

Her hand slides down my chest, stopping at the waistband of my sweatpants. "Last time, you were so careful with me. So gentle."

"I wanted it to be good for you."

"It was." Her eyes darken with memory. "But tonight I want to be less careful. Both of us."

Heat pools low in my stomach. I kiss her again, deeper this time, walking her backward until her legs hit the bed. She sits, looking up at me with those beautiful, slightly unfocused eyes.

"Show me," I say.

Confidence transforms her. She reaches behind her back, unclasping her bra with practiced ease. The garment falls away, revealing small, perfect breasts with dark nipples already tight with anticipation. My hand cups one, thumb brushing across the sensitive peak. She shivers.

"I've thought about your hands," she confesses. "During meetings, at work. While I'm coding. I think about how they feel on me."

I sink to my knees in front of her, ignoring the twinge in my bad one. "Where do you imagine them?"

Her breath catches as I trace patterns on her inner thigh, just above where the stockings end. "Everywhere."

I hook my fingers into the waistband of her underwear, dragging the fabric down as she lifts her hips to assist. The garter belt and stockings remain, framing her now-exposed center. She's already wet, glistening in the low light of my bedside lamp.

"Like here?" I brush my thumb along her folds, and she makes a small, desperate sound.

"Yes," she whispers. "There."

I take my time exploring her. Tracing her entrance with my fingertips, circling her clit without direct contact. Building tension deliberately. She watches me, lips parted, eyes heavy-lidded.

"Clark," she gasps when I finally slide a finger inside her. "More."

I add a second finger, stretching her gently, feeling her tighten around me. My thumb finds her clit, applying the pressure I've learned she prefers. Her hips rise off the bed, seeking more contact.

"You're so beautiful," I tell her, because it's true. The way she responds to touch, uninhibited and honest, is the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

Her hands clutch at the bedspread as I work her toward release. I curl my fingers inside her, finding the spot that makes her cry out. Her thighs begin to tremble.

"I'm close," she warns, voice strained. "So close."

"Let go," I encourage. "I've got you."

Her back arches sharply as she climaxes, internal muscles pulsing around my fingers. A flush spreads across her chest and throat, her eyes squeezing shut as wave after wave rolls through her. I maintain the pressure, gentler now, extending her pleasure until she collapses back onto the bed, breathless.

"Come here," she says after a moment, reaching for me.

I stand, pulling my shirt over my head. Her eyes travel across my chest, lingering on the muscles hockey built and maintained. I push down my sweatpants and boxers together, freeing my erection. Her gaze drops, appreciation evident.

"I want to feel all of you this time," she says as I move to grab a condom from the nightstand. "No barriers."

I pause. "Are you sure?"

She nods. "Then please." She opens her arms to me. "I want to know what you feel like."

I move onto the bed, positioning myself above her. The anticipation is almost unbearable—the knowledge that nothing will separate us, that I'll feel every inch of her heat directly.

She reaches between us, guiding me to her entrance. I push forward slowly, watching her face for any sign of discomfort. Her eyes widen as I enter her, filling her completely.

"Oh," she breathes. "That's... different."

"Good different?"

"Very good." Her hands slide up my back, urging me closer. "Move, please."

I establish a rhythm, deep but measured. Each thrust pulls a small sound from her throat. Without the barrier of latex, every sensation is heightened—her wetness, her heat, the way she tightens around me.

"You feel amazing," I tell her, voice strained with the effort of maintaining control.

Her legs wrap around my waist, changing the angle. "So do you."

We move together, finding a pace that builds pleasure without rushing toward completion. This isn't like our first time, when everything was new and slightly tentative. This is deeper, more purposeful.

"I want to try something," she says suddenly. "Can I be on top?"

I roll us carefully, mindful of my knee, until she's straddling me. She adjusts, finding the right position, then sinks down onto me. The sight of her above me—breasts swaying slightly, stockings still clinging to her thighs, face flushed with pleasure—nearly undoes me.

She sets a new pace, rolling her hips in a way that makes us both gasp. Her confidence surprises me. Gone is the uncertain virgin of our first encounter. This Priya knows what she wants and how to get it.

"You're a quick study," I manage as she grinds down particularly effectively.

A smile curves her lips. "I pay attention."

She leans forward, changing the angle again, her hands braced on my chest. The new position lets me thrust up into her. Her eyes close in concentration, chasing her pleasure.

"That's it," I encourage, hands gripping her hips. "Take what you need."

Her movements become less controlled as she approaches her peak. I slide one hand between us, finding her clit. The dual stimulation pushes her over the edge. She comes with a sharp cry, her body clenching around me rhythmically.

The sensation triggers my own release. Heat explodes through me as I thrust up one final time, emptying inside her with a groan. The intimacy of it—feeling her while she feels me—is overwhelming.

She collapses onto my chest, both of us breathing hard. I wrap my arms around her, holding her close as aftershocks ripple through our connected bodies.

We lie there for long minutes, neither speaking. Her heart hammers against mine, gradually slowing. My fingers trace lazy patterns on her back.

"That was..." she finally says.

"Yeah."

She lifts her head to look at me. "Are you nervous? About tomorrow?"

The question surprises me, though it shouldn't. Priya always sees beneath surfaces.

"Terrified," I admit. "What if it doesn't work? What if I go through all this and still can't play?"

She shifts, moving beside me but keeping one leg draped over mine. "Then you'll find something else that matters. Something else to be great at."

"Hockey's all I know."

"That's not true." Her hand rests over my heart. "I've watched you here. You're observant. Patient. You anticipate needs before they're expressed. Those aren't hockey skills. Those are people skills."

I've never thought about it that way.

"And if the surgery does work," she continues, "if you do play again, you'll be different. Better, maybe. Because now you know there's life beyond the ice."

"When did you get so wise?" I ask, kissing her forehead.

"I've always been wise. You just needed to be still enough to notice."

We lie quietly for a while longer. My fingers trace the edge of her garter belt, still secure despite our activities.

"Will you stay?" I ask eventually. "Tonight?"

She nods against my shoulder. "I'd like that."

I pull the covers over us, arranging her more comfortably against my side. The warmth of her body, the weight of her arm across my chest, anchors me to this moment. Whatever happens tomorrow—pain, uncertainty, hope—tonight I am here, whole and wanted.

"Clark?" Her voice is already drowsy.

"Hmm?"

"When you're on the ice again, remember that some of us saw value in you when you couldn't stand."

Her words sink into me, a truth I needed but didn't know how to ask for. I kiss her hair, inhaling the scent that's become familiar over these months.

"I'll remember," I promise.


Chapter 9

The ice feels familiar and a bite of cold air fill my lungs. The sound surrounds me—skates cutting through frozen surface, pucks clacking against sticks, the low murmur of a crowd filing into seats. My body remembers this even if my mind still doubts.

Coach Brennan skates over, tapping my helmet with his clipboard. "How's the knee feeling, Mason?"

"Strong."

It's not a lie. Dr. Patel's work was extraordinary. Six months of brutal rehab—first at the clinic, then in the townhouse where three women watched my every wince and celebrated every small victory—rebuilt what was broken.

"Good. Starting line. Keep it simple out there."

I nod, circling away to join warm-ups. My eyes drift to Section C, Row 12, Seats 5 through 8. They're still empty, but I know they won't stay that way.

Warm-ups finish. The team heads to the locker room for final preparations. Coach runs through our strategy one more time, but I'm only half-listening. My thoughts keep drifting back to the last eight months.

To surgery, when I woke to find Ava holding my chart, checking every vital sign herself.

To rehab, when Marianne created color-coded schedules and daily milestone targets that somehow made the impossible seem merely difficult.

To nights when Priya would sit with me through pain, telling stories about her day while icing my knee.

To the moment, four months in, when I noticed how Ava and Marianne's hands lingered when passing coffee mugs.

To Priya introducing me to Jin, the soft-spoken artist with paint-stained fingers who looked at her like she held all the answers.

To moving into my own apartment near campus, small but mine, paid for with my scholarship reinstated after medical appeal.

"Mason." Coach's voice cuts through my thoughts. "You with us?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Because this is your moment. You earned it. Now own it."

The buzzer sounds. We file back onto the ice for player introductions. The announcer's voice echoes around the arena.

"And returning to the lineup after missing twenty-six games due to injury, number seventeen, Clark Mason!"

The crowd noise rises. I raise my stick in acknowledgment, then take my position for the national anthem. As the music plays, I scan Section C again.

There they are.

Ava and Marianne sit close together, fingers intertwined. Marianne's usual tailored suit replaced by university colors. Ava looking less exhausted these days, her new position at the hospital giving her something resembling normal hours.

Priya sits beside them, Jin's arm around her shoulders. She notices me looking and waves, her smile visible even from this distance.

The anthem ends. I settle into position for the face-off.

The puck drops.

The game begins.

Hockey comes back to me in pieces. The first period, I'm cautious, feeling my way. My passes are safe. My shots conservative. My body remembers, but my brain keeps sending warning signals.

Between periods, Coach pulls me aside.

"You're playing like you're afraid to break."

"Just being smart."

"Being smart is good. Being afraid isn't." He taps my chest protector. "You did the work. Trust it."

Second period, I loosen up. The familiar rhythm returns. The ice isn't something to fear—it's a canvas. My knee holds through a check against the boards. I win a face-off in the offensive zone.

Still no goals, but the confidence grows.

Third period begins tied 0-0. Five minutes in, I'm on a line change when Dawkins intercepts a pass at our blue line. He breaks away, drawing the defense, then spots me streaking into the zone.

His pass is perfect. The puck hits my stick.

Time slows.

I see the goalie shift, anticipating where I'll shoot. I've been taking the safe shot all night—low, to the blocker side. He's expecting it.

I fake, then go high glove side instead.

The puck finds the corner of the net.

The red light flashes. The horn sounds. My teammates crash into me, a tangle of sticks and gloves and joy.

1-0.

My first goal since the injury.

In the celebration, my eyes find Section C again. They're all standing. Ava's hands are clasped over her mouth. Marianne is actually jumping, all corporate dignity forgotten. Priya and Jin are hugging each other.

Something tightens in my chest that has nothing to do with exertion.

We hold on to win 2-1. After team meetings and showering, I find them waiting in the lobby by the team exit.

Priya reaches me first, wrapping me in a hug that smells like cinnamon and that familiar shampoo she always uses.

"You were amazing," she says into my shoulder.

I return the hug, careful not to crush her. "Thanks for coming."

"Like we'd miss it," Marianne says, perfect eyebrow arched. She extends her hand formally, then laughs and pulls me into a quick embrace. "That was a beautiful goal. Your positioning was impeccable."

Ava stands slightly back, professional as always in public spaces. But her eyes are bright with something I recognize. Pride.

"No pain?" she asks, doctor first even now.

"Nothing unusual. Just regular game soreness."

She nods, satisfied. "The trajectory of your recovery has been remarkable."

"I had good doctors. And better friends."

Jin stands slightly apart, respecting our history. I extend my hand to him. "Thanks for coming, man."

"Wouldn't miss it." His handshake is firm, his smile genuine. "Priya talks about you all the time."

"Good things, I hope."

Priya blushes. "Only the best things."

There's a moment of comfortable silence. So much has changed between us all. What started as a transaction became something none of us expected. Not love, exactly. Something rarer.

Recognition.

"We should celebrate," Marianne announces. "Dinner? The Italian place near campus?"

Agreements all around. As we head toward the exit, I fall into step beside Ava.

"So," I say quietly. "You and Marianne?"

A small smile curves her lips. "Four months now. Turns out we balance each other rather well."

"I'm happy for you."

"Are you?" She studies me with that clinical precision I've grown to appreciate.

"Yes. Genuinely."

"And you? Anyone new?"

I shake my head. "Not yet. Focusing on hockey and classes."

"Smart." She hesitates, then adds, "Some things need time to heal properly."
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